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Politics and Culture at the Jacobean Court:
The Role of Queen Anna of Denmark

Courtney Erin Thomas
Yale University

Until recently, analyses of the Jacobean court marginalized the important role

played by James I and VI’s queen consort, Anna of Denmark. While historians
and literary critics now acknowledge that Anna was a key player in patronage
networks and artistic circles at the time, the extent of her political involvement
remains largely unexplored in favor of portraying her solely as a cultural
figure. This essay seeks to examine the connections between Anna’s cultural and
political activities and suggests that, by viewing Anna’s involvements thorough
a dichotomous lens as being either political or cultural, a truly textured and
nuanced understanding of the Jacobean court eludes scholars.

Introduction1

Anna of Denmark

2

has had a bad press. Works on James I and the

1 The author wishes to thank Jennifer Ng, Julian Martin and Keith
Wrightson for their suggestions and assistance in preparing this piece, and the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada for their generous
support. Dr. James Forse also provided valuable insights and insightful criticism
for which the author is most appreciative.
2 Usually, scholars have opted for the Anglicized “Anne of Denmark.”
In this article James’s queen will be referred to as “Anna of Denmark.” The
queen’s own preference was to sign her name in the Danish form of “Anna,” and
it was the form given when she swore her oath of office during her investiture as
Queen of Scotland in 1590. In primary documents contemporaries referred to her
as both “Anna” and “Anne.” For more on the argument for the use of “Anna,”
see Leeds Barroll, Anna of Denmark, Queen of England: A Cultural Biography
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Jacobean court have often been dismissive of her influence and her
contributions to the court culture of the period. As Leeds Barroll
puts it, there has been “a strongly-entrenched scholarly tradition
of Anna as shallow, vain, and addicted to ludicrously frivolous
activities.”3 Recently has this image of Anna has begun to change,
as historians develop greater appreciation of the importance of ritual
and symbolism as forms of politics, and grasp that “the continued
separation of seventeenth-century culture from politics will only
impoverish understanding of both.”4 Acknowledging that ritual and
symbolism have political ramifications has opened the door for new
understandings of the court masques (for which Anna was once so
ridiculed) as forms of political expression. Once one accepts the
political implications of court entertainments, it becomes extremely
difficult to deny that Anna played any sort of political role. Rather
than being displays of frivolity, the Queen’s court masques were
concerned with symbolic political manoeuvre and conflict resolution.
Many scholars now appreciate this aspect of Anna’s political role.
However, Anna’s political involvements were not limited to
her participation in masques. This article, while offering a discussion
of Anna’s cultural achievements and their political importance,
will argue that, quite apart from her artistic patronage, Anna was
also involved with more overtly political intrigues and activities at
the highest level. I seek to show (in keeping with recent insights
offered by scholars such as Leeds Barroll, David Bergeron and
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 173, n. 1. Further discus
sion can also be found in Agnes Strickland, Lives of the Queens of England From
the Norman Conquest (Philadelphia: George Barrie & Sons, 1902/1848), IX, 41.
3 Leeds Barroll, “Theatre as Text: The Case of Queen Anna and the Jacobean Court Masque,” The Elizabethan Theatre, 14 (1991), 178-179.
4 R. Malcolm Smuts, Culture and Power in England, 1585-1685 (New
York: St. Martin’s, 1999), 2. Smuts (1-40) offers an insightful discussion of the
need to develop a synthesis between politics and culture in the period based on an
approach that is both interdisciplinary and theoretically informed.
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Clare McManus)5 that Anna was an important political figure at the
early Jacobean court, one whose activities are worthy of analysis,
especially because they can tell us much about the roles of other
aristocratic women at the court. Far from being confined entirely to
the periphery as a person of no lasting significance to the political
and cultural landscape of the Jacobean court, Anna was a skilled
social performer and a key player in the court politics of the period.
The aim of this article is to provide some new insights into Anna’s
career at the English court – a career in which, contrary to early
assessments, she played both political and cultural roles.
Cultural Output and the Jacobean Court: Anna of Denmark,
Court Masquing and Cultural Patronage

Masques were a complex artistic form which possessed the

potential for making both cultural and political statements. Earlier
historians often regarded the court masques of the Stuart period as
little more than diversions crafted by the ruling class for their own
amusement. However, the growing dialogue between historians and
social theorists has resulted in a more comprehensive understanding
of the importance of cultural output and symbolic performance.
This is especially so in the case of Renaissance monarchies, where
state theatre was an integral part of the governance of a realm
that was dominated by the intangibility of royalty and divine
right.6 Far from being mere trifles, masques were a vital form of
5 See Barroll, Anna, David M. Bergeron, Practicing Renaissance Scholarship: Plays, Pageants, Patrons, and Politics (Pittsburgh: Duquesne Press,
2000) and Clare McManus, Women on the Renaissance Stage: Anna of Denmark
and Female Masquing in the Stuart Court, 1590-1619 (Manchester: Manchester
UP, 2002).
6  	 For more on this, see Roy Strong, Art and Power: Renaissance
Festivals, 1450-1650 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1973), Graham Parry, The
Golden Age Restor’d: The Culture of the Stuart Court, 1603-1642 (New York:
St. Martin’s, 1981), and Stephen Orgel, The Illusion of Power: Political Theatre
in the English Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991).
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expressing the central value system espoused by the ruling classes.
Masques served a dual purpose for the Jacobean court; they were,
simultaneously, cultural expressions and political statements. They
were a form of state theatre, which Clifford Geertz describes as
meta-physical theatre . . . designed to express a view of the
ultimate nature of reality and, at the same time, to shape the
existing conditions of life to be consonant with that reality; that
is, theatre to present an ontology and, by presenting it, to make
it happen—make it actual. 7

The royal courts where Anna’s masques were staged were the
location where the royal language was deployed and, through her
use and development of the masques, Anna found a potent vehicle
for patronage (and all the political involvement that is entailed) and
the articulation of a political agenda.8
For this reason her masquing activities deserve more
attention from historians, both in a cultural and a political context.
Her contemporaries perceived the importance of these displays
and invitations to the Queen’s masques were viewed by foreign
ambassadors as special marks of favor shown to them by the
monarchy. In one example, the French ambassador bristled for a
period of several weeks when the Spanish ambassador was invited
to a masque and he was not (Anna, at that juncture, favored a
Spanish marriage for her son Henry over a French one, and both of
the respective ambassadors perceived that Anna’s invitations made
a political statement).9 Masques can also be viewed as an excellent
7 Clifford Geertz, Negara: The Theatre State in Nineteenth-Century Bali
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1980), �����������������������������������������������
104. For commentary on Geertz’s cultural theories, see Fred Inglis, Clifford Geertz: Culture, Custom, and Ethics (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 2000).
8 I use the plural term “courts” to denote the separate spaces of Queen
Anna, King James, and Prince Henry.
9 See Barbara Kiefer Lewalski, Writing Women in Jacobean England
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1993), where Anna’s use of masque invitations as a
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example of Erving Goffman’s concept of dramatic realization—
essentially performances and actions that strive, through the
deployment of symbolic language, to make visible the invisible.10
The qualities that Anna desired to express as belonging to her were
intangible ones and centred on the Renaissance ideals of majesty and
royal self presentation. Masquing, alongside other cultural activities
such as art patronage, granted to Anna, in effect, a blank canvas
whereon she was able to craft richly symbolic images of herself that
drew attention to the all-important, but invisible, qualities possessed
by a queen.
While many historians now recognize the political and
cultural importance of the Jacobean masques, earlier scholars were
quick to dismiss them. Consequently, Anna’s role in the masques
was once cited as an example of her frivolity and foolishness;
masquing was depicted as the sole passion of Anna’s life and the
driving force behind all of her actions. Such a characterization,
however, ignores the fact that she ceased to be actively involved
in the masques as a performer after 1612. An interesting feature
of some of the historiography surrounding Anna (and one that is
demonstrative of the extent to which the traditional master narrative
of her as totally unimportant to the Stuart court has taken hold) is
that after historians began to revise their earlier conceptions of the
masques and acknowledge their importance, Anna was removed from
being involved with them at all.11 Hence, when the masques were
perceived as outside the purview of the serious historian, they were
means to declare her political allegiances is developed.
	�� ����������������
Erving ���������
Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New
York: Doubleday, 1959), 30-34.
11 For an excellent example of this, see Roy Strong, Henry, Prince of
Wales and England’s Lost Renaissance (London: Thames and Hudson, 1986),
wherein Strong attributes all credit for the masques not to Anna but to her young
son Henry. Recent work has been rightfully critical of Strong’s denial of Anna’s
integral importance to the productions of the early Stuart masques.
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attributed to Anna as an example of her stupidity and imprudence,
but, when their cultural and political importance was recognized,
they were portrayed as occurring because of the activities of others
besides Anna. Ben Jonson, whom Anna employed as the writer of
several of her masques, was often given sole credit for them. While
Jonson and others actually penned the masques in the technical
sense of the term, it was Anna who chose their central themes and
characters, and informed the writers she patronized of the manner
in which she wished the spectacles to be organized and performed.
Anna’s contemporaries were in no doubt that it was she who crafted
the performances, employing writers to script themes and story lines
that she herself devised. Zorzi Guistinian, a Venetian ambassador at
James’s court, recognized this in a dispatch, describing
the splendour of the spectacle, which was worthy of her
Majesty’s greatness. So well composed and ordered was it all
that it is evident the mind of her Majesty, the authoress of the
whole, is gifted no less highly than her person. She reaped
universal applause.12

Equally, when contemporary observers criticized the
masques, it was Anna, and not the authors that she employed, who
was targeted. In 1603, early in Anna’s English reign Anne Clifford
noted
there was much talk of a Mask which the Queen had at
Winchester, and how all the ladies about the Court had gotten
such ill names that it was grown a scandalous place, and the
Queen herself was much fallen from her former greatness and
reputation.13
	������������������������������������������������������������
Zorzi Giustinian������������������������������������������
to the Doge and Senate (January 24, 1608), ������
Calendar of State Papers and Manuscripts Relating to English Affairs, Existing in the
Archives and Collections of Venice, and in Other Libraries of Northern Italy, eds.
Rawdon Brown, G. Cavendish Bentinck, H.F. Brown, and A.B. Hinds (London:
Longman, 1947), v. XI, 86.
	����������������������
Lady Anne ����������
Clifford, The Diaries of Lady Anne Clifford, ed. D. J. H.
Clifford, (London: Alan Sutton, 1990), 27.
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In The Vision of the Twelve Goddesses, Anna (playing the
role of Athena) had chosen a costume that some in the audience
viewed as inappropriate. Dudley Carleton wrote: “only Pallas had a
trick by herself; for her clothes were not so much below the knee but
that we might see a woman had both feet and legs, which I never saw
before.”14 Anna was no fool when it came to the intricacies of proper
behavior on the part of the queen, yet she still consciously chose to
engage in displays that she must have known would be offensive to
some. In this particular masque, Anna’s choice of costume caused
her to stand out alongside the other female performers, presenting
her as different and apart from them. Her overarching desire to
cast herself as the personification of wisdom, standing above all the
other court ladies that surrounded her, was more important than the
potential disapproval that her revealing costume might provoke.
The same desire was also at play in The Masque of Blackness,
which likewise drew criticism from Carleton (this masque also
marked the first collaboration between Anna’s most famous protégés,
Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones). In this masque, Anna and her ladies
covered their faces, necks, and arms in black pigment to portray the
daughters of the River Niger who journey to the royal court to pay
homage to the English monarch. In 1605 Dudley Carleton wrote to
John Chamberlain:
the presentation of the mask at the first drawing of the traverse
was very fair and their apparel rich, but too light and courtesan
like. Their black faces and hands, which were painted and bare
up the elbows, was a very loathsome sight.15

When it came to the court masques, Anna was the driving force
	�������������������������������������������������������������
Dudley Carleton
����������������������������������������������������
to John Chamberlain (January 16, 1604), in Dudley
Carleton to John Chamberlain, 1603-1624: Jacobean Letters, ed. Maurice Lee Jr.
(New Jersey: Rutgers UP, 1972), 55.
15 Ibid. (January 7, 1605), 68.
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behind their production and ensured that her vision of their
construction would be actualized. Regardless of whether her
contemporaries approved or not of aspects of the production, Anna
performed in them, and it was upon her shoulders that criticisms
fell. By showcasing herself through masques, Anna was able to
craft an image of herself as the sacred embodiment of monarchy and
as a queen of mythic proportions.
Historical and literary analyses of the masques with which
Anna was directly have shown that the storylines and themes of each
were shaped around current political considerations. At the same time
the overriding theme of all the masques was the glorification of the
monarchy, of queens/goddesses generally, and of Anna specifically.
Her promotion of court masques in which she and her ladies were
the central performers, enabled Anna to establish her personal court
as a centre of cultural innovation. It also enabled her to extend her
patronage activities and her court circle to include many of the most
culturally sophisticated actors at the Jacobean court.16 As noted
earlier, Anna ceased to be an active performer in the court masques
in 1612. However, her involvement with masques did not stop
entirely—post-1612, she adopted the role of privileged spectator,
such as at Thomas Campion’s Somerset Masque in 1613 and Robert
White’s Cupid’s Banishment in 1617. It appears as though, for a
time, masquing served Anna’s political and cultural goals, and, far
from being the ruling passion of her life, she was easily able to cease
active participation in them when it no longer suited her.
Despite the attention they have received from scholars,
Anna’s masquing activities were not the only cultural activities with
which she was involved. The masques should be situated within
16 See Karen Lee Middaugh,
�����������“The Golden Tree”: The Court Masques
of Queen Anna of Denmark (Unpublished PhD Thesis: Case Western Reserve
University, 1994) and McManus, Women on the Renaissance Stage, for a more
in-depth analysis of each of Anna’s masques and the specific political concerns
which were presented in them.
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the larger context of her cultural activities. Anna and her ladies,
especially Lucy Russell, Lady Bedford, were an extremely important
patronage dispensing group.17 As with the masques, which were an
Italian cultural import, James Knowles observes that “an interest in
Italian culture consistently informs Anna’s patronage,” and this is
especially visible in her architectural activities and her patronage
of the Italian linguist John Florio.18 Architecture was another oft
employed mechanism for the display of status, wealth and political
capital in the period, and one in which Anna was very involved.
Perhaps the best known of her building projects was the work
that she undertook at Greenwich Palace, which James had given to
her in 1613. She decided to construct a new residence there, which
was to be called the House of Delight, but is best known as the
Queen’s House. For the project, Anna employed Inigo Jones, the
gifted creator of many of the visual sets of her masques and whom
she had used to refurbish Somerset House shortly after her succession
(renamed, by royal command, Denmark House). Although the
Queen’s House at Greenwich was not completed in Anna’s lifetime
(indeed, it was used mostly by her successor Henrietta Maria), the
design adhered entirely to Anna’s original concept and was the first
truly Classical structure erected in England. Anna also employed
Jones in her refurbishment of Oatlands Palace, a refurbishment
which also was based on Italian standards.19 She further ensured
17 For a discussion of the informal political power of a queen’s female
court circle (composed primarily of her Privy Chamber attendants), see, Elizabeth
A. Brown, “Companion Me With My Mistress: Cleopatra, Elizabeth I, and Their
Waiting Women,” in Susan Frye and Karen Robertson, eds., Maids and Mistresses, Cousins and Queens: Women’s Alliances in Early Modern England (Oxford:
Oxford UP, 1999), 131-145.
18 James Knowles, “ ‘To Enlight the Darksome Night, Pale Cinthia Doth
Arise:’ Anna of Denmark, Elizabeth I and the Images of Royalty,” in Clare McManus, ed., Women and Culture at the Courts of the Stuart Queens (New York:
Palgrave, 2003), 27.
19 See Neville Williams, Royal Homes of Great Britain, From Medieval
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that the extent of her architectural activities was well known by
having her palaces and houses incorporated into the background of
her portraits that she commissioned.
Anna also harnessed the techniques of portraiture and dress
in order to generate political capital for herself. She possessed a
massive jewellery collection to which she continually added, and
it is likely that it was the largest collection that had been owned
by a queen consort to that date.20 She was a great patron of artists,
and it is estimated that “there are more oil paintings of Anne of
Denmark than of any previous English queen consort. Queen Anne
was the first great royal patroness of art in England.”21 Much like
her husband’s predecessor Elizabeth, she was intensely aware of
the value of portraiture and dress as means of self-actualization
and utilized them to their full potential. It was due mainly to her
patronage that the careers of some court painters were launched and
those of others foundered.
Anna was an avid art collector—a relatively new trend in
that period.22 Along with a few of her contemporaries at court,
to Modern Times (London: Lutterworth Press, 1971), 65.
20 For information concerning Anna’s jewelry collection, see Diana Scarisbrick, “Anne of Denmark’s Jewellery Inventory,” Archaeologia, 109
(1991), 193-238 and John Hayward, “The Arnold Lulls Book of Jewels and the
Court Jewellers of Queen Anne of Denmark,” Archaeologia, 108 (1986), 227237, Diana Scarisbrick, “Anne of Denmark’s Jewellery: The Old and the New,”
Apollo, 123 (1986), 228-236.
21 T.B. Pugh, “A Portrait of Queen Anne of Denmark at Parham Park,
Sussex,” The Seventeenth Century, 8 (1993), 174.
22 See Stephen Orgel, “Idols of the Gallery: Becoming a Connoisseur
in Renaissance England,” in Peter Erickson and Clark Hulse, eds., Early Modern Visual Culture: Representation, Race, and Empire in Renaissance England
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 251-283 and R. Malcolm
Smuts, “Art and the Material Culture of Majesty in Early Stuart England,” in R.
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notably Robert Cecil, she established a large private collection
of artistic works ranging from depictions of religious scenes to
portraits, to landscapes. Her collection included an array of images
of Christ, the Virgin Mary, St. Martha, and St. Agnes. An inventory
of her belongings also indicates that she owned “seaven heads of
men and women;” it is possible that this refers to sculptures.23 She
proudly displayed these works in galleries that she established at
her houses, alongside portraits of her direct relations and extended
family members (which included individuals from some of Europe’s
most illustrious dynasties).24 She owned and displayed portraits
of members of the Tudor dynasty, such as likenesses of Elizabeth
I and Henry VIII. In placing portraits of her relations and royal
predecessors within her houses, Anna emphasized to observers her
lineage and her importance, in addition to featuring her prominent
European connections.25 Her collection included numerous works
of art not based in portraiture, including “a Italyan picture of a naked
woman,” and “a picture of fruites and grapes.”26 Anna’s circle was
aware of her love of art and occasionally made gifts to her of art
works, which she displayed in her residences. She also exhibited
other cultural and intellectual achievements within her houses,
Malcolm Smuts, ed., The Stuart Court and Europe: Essays in Politics and Political Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996), 86-112.
23 M. T. W. Payne, “An Inventory of Queen Anne of Denmark’s ‘Ornaments, Furniture, Householde Stuffe, and Other Parcells’ at Denmark House,
1619,” Journal of the History of Collections, 13 (2001), 36. The inventory as it
was taken in 1619 is reproduced on pages 27-42.
24 John Peacock, “The Politics of Portraiture,” in Kevin Sharpe and Peter Lake, eds., Culture and Politics in Early Stuart England (Stanford: Stanford
UP, 1993), 212.
25 For more on Anna’s artistic patronage and its political ramifications,
see, Peacock, “Politics of Portraiture,” 199-228.
	�������������������������
Payne, “Inventory,” 37.
�����������������������
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which were themselves architectural monuments to her tastes. She
had a large library, which, in addition to being stocked with a variety
of works in Italian, also included a copy of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs,
a history of Henry IV of France, two works on the lives of the Saints,
a book of poetry, a New Testament in French, a work on personal
ornamentation and a volume entitled A Booke in Folio of the Estates,
Empires and Principalities of the Worlde (a reflection of her interest
in English expansion overseas).27
My purpose thus far has been to argue that Anna’s participation
in court masques was not the only aspect of her cultural patronage.
Anna was engaged in an array of artistic and cultural activities through
her reign as queen consort of England, and all of them had political
ramifications. While many scholars now recognize the significance
of Anna’s masquing activities, they have been slow to expand
upon her other cultural engagements. The focus on her masquing
produces a general picture of Anna that is rather one-sided. In order
to arrive at a fittingly layered understanding of Anna’s importance
as a cultural figure at the Stuart court, and to appreciate the political
aspects of her artistic involvements, it is necessary to situate her
participation in masques within the context of her other forms of
artistic patronage. By recognizing that Anna was involved with
other forms of cultural expression aside from masquing, it becomes
possible to surmount one of the chief obstacles encountered by
scholars who focus entirely on her masquing as her chosen form of
political expression: the fact that she ceased to participate actively
in masques in 1612.
Scholars have argued that Anna began her masquing activities
in 1603 because masques were her only possible form of political
commentary. Anna was very active politically while she was Queen
in Scotland and did not hesitate to embroil herself in the factional
politics of the Scottish court. The English political landscape,
however, was more stable. Hence, the only venue open to Anna
	��Ibid., 42.
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at a court where she would have been otherwise marginalized was
to transform her once overtly political actions into more transient
cultural activities with political overtones. This argument formed
the center of Leeds Barroll’s study of Anna, where he stressed:
the fact that the English court offered Anna virtually none
of the same political opportunities as did Scotland was . . . a
challenge to Anna to redefine herself, to construct another kind
of visibility in accordance with new constraints.28

In this interpretation “Anna arrived in England isolated—a
woman disenfranchised,” for whom cultural activities offered an
alternate venue for expression.29 Barroll goes on to suggest that the
reason for Anna’s cessation of masquing in 1612 was that the death of
Robert Cecil in that year opened up a void at court that enabled Anna
to engage again in the factional politics that she was accustomed to
in Scotland. This is an argument with much to recommend it. Yet
Anna did continue her involvement in masquing after 1612, and she
was involved in other forms of cultural activity aside from masquing
in the years before 1612. Likewise, Anna was not entirely absent
from more explicit political action prior to 1612.
Barbara Lewalski presents another argument that suggests
Anna ended her active participation in masques (which she had
once employed as a vehicle through which to make critiques against
the policies of her husband’s regime) because she had become so
politically unimportant by 1612 that even the masques had ceased
to be effective as a form of political expression and critique. This
argument is debatable on a number of levels. First, it is difficult
to accept Lewalski’s argument that “the Queen’s oppositional
stance offered a patently subversive royal example to the Jacobean
patriarchal culture.”30 The masques that Anna staged were intended
28 Barroll, Anna, 9.
	�������������������
Sarah Gristwood, Arbella: England’s Lost Queen (London: Bantam,
2003), 288..
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to glorify the monarchy and the royal courts and, while some of her
masques certainly invited criticisms on the grounds of propriety, it
is doubtful that they were ever openly subversive or overtly critical
of her husband’s regime. Likewise, her suggestion that Anna was
almost entirely marginalized by 1612 is debatable. Anna operated
within her own sphere of influence as a patron, separate from that
of her husband, and she certainly was not marginalized within that
sphere. Also, some of Anna’s most effective political activities
occurred after 1612 when she was a prominent member of court
factions. Her contemporaries certainly thought it worthwhile to
cultivate her support (something they surely would not have done
had she been without influence).
Neither Barroll’s nor Lewalski’s explanations for Anna’s
utilization of the masque and her eventual abandonment of it are
entirely satisfying. Part of the reason for this lies in the fact that
both present a one-sided view of Anna that does not allow for the
recognition that her political and cultural activities intermingled
throughout her life. While her cultural activities prior to 1612 are
certainly more visible than her political activities, and the reverse
is true for the years after 1612, she did not operate within a simple
dichotomy of political or cultural action. Often, her cultural
activities had a political dimension, and her political activities had
cultural overtones. It is true that Anna’s engagement in masquing
and other acts of cultural patronage were more pronounced than her
overtly political actions before 1612, but this is not to imply that she
was altogether absent from outright political involvement during her
first nine years as queen consort of England. Anna’s participation
in masquing and her patronage of artists, writers, and architects
were not simply pleasurable activities that she undertook in order
to indulge her own aesthetic sensibilities. It is better to see them as
political deeds expressed through cultural means.
Aside from these cultural undertakings, Anna also was
30 Lewalski, Writing Women, 43.
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involved in direct political action from 1603 until 1619, much as
she was involved in both cultural activities (with indirect political
overtones) and blatantly political activities during her time in
Scotland. Referring to the tendency of many historians to deny
that Anna was politically involved in England save in the cultural
expression of political ideas, Louis Roper fittingly asks, “she had
been a major political player in Scotland, why should the leopard
have changed her spots in England?”31 It is misleading to discuss
Anna’s career as queen consort in terms of polarities, engaging only
with her political actions or her cultural influence. In actuality, there
was an overlap between these two spheres of her involvement. She
operated simultaneously as a political agent and as a cultural one.

Political Influence at the Jacobean Court: Anna of Denmark
and Political Engagement

Recent scholarship has drawn attention to the political roles

performed by aristocratic women at the Jacobean court, and perhaps
the most illustrative of these examine the patronage activities of
these female courtiers. In the period, “issues of access to, and
intimacy with, the monarch were crucial.”32 As this statement
implies, perhaps the aristocratic woman best suited to manipulate
the informal patronage networks and other avenues of access to
the monarch, was the queen consort. “Marriage to a prominent
political figure was a way of participating in the political nation
in a way which was denied to the wives of other men. Women
31 Louis H. Roper, “Unmasquing the Connections Between Jacobean
Politics and Policy: The Circle of Anna of Denmark and the Beginning of the
English Empire, 1614-18,” in Carole Levin, Jo Eldridge Carney and Debra Barrett, eds., High and Mighty Queens of Early Modern England: Realities and Representations (New York: Palgrave, 2003), 48.
32 Mears, “Courts, Courtiers, and Culture,” 722.
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were important purveyors of both patronage and influence by their
marriages.”33 Barbara Harris has analysed the influential social
roles occupied by the wives of powerful courtiers, roles that, in their
performance, entailed that these women act as courtiers themselves:
Wifehood constituted a career that incorporated reproductive,
managerial, political, and social functions essential to the
survival and prosperity of their husbands’ patrilineages.34

The role of a wife carried with it the potentiality of social and
political prominence, and the same is true of the most hierarchicallyadvantaged of all wives—queens consort. The role of a queen consort
was essentially that of an aristocratic wife writ large, carrying with
it an enlarged possibility for political action.
Contemporary writings insisted that the queen was subject
to her husband, just as all subjects were under the domination of
the king and all women were subject to their husbands, yet queens
consort were particularly well situated, in fact, to engage in political
activities. As John Carmi Parson writes, “Even as they insisted
that the queen was subject to her husband, rituals of queenship
acknowledged that she enjoyed power, however informal or
unofficial.”35 While most elite women had the capability to act as
political agents at the Jacobean court, the queen consort was placed
in a unique position. Parsons asserts that she
challenged the male social order with the paradox of a woman
established in an intimate relationship to the public authority
of the husband who embodied the forces of the social order: as
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UP, 1992), 69.
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his bedfellow and ideally mother of the future king, she could
wield manipulative influence to great effect.36

Through the establishment of independent households and
courts that were detached from those of the king, the establishments
of queens consort represented “a political web from which patronage
connections radiated.”37 Just as male courtiers did, they deftly
availed themselves of the highly effective and politically charged
systems of the court and patronage and kinship networks, as well as
ritual and spectacle, to advance their own agendas and realize their
own political goals.38 According to Barbara Harris
The activities of women with offices in the royal household
constituted careers in the fullest sense of the word and their
participation and presence were essential for the court to
perform its central social, ceremonial, political, and diplomatic
functions.39

The same can be said of queens consort. In order to advance their
own goals and agendas, these women deftly negotiated their social
position and the limits placed upon their agency by the patriarchal
value system which they inhabited.
Far from being marginalized, as so many traditional
interpretations imply, queens consort in particular, and elite women
in general, played vital roles within the early modern political
community. “Plainly, some women did influence their male relations
and used their position to involve themselves in political affairs,”
36 Ibid., 60.
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and queens consort serve as an excellent illustration of this reality.40
Queens occupied a unique social position, one that emphasized
both their submissiveness to their husbands while simultaneously
investing them with power and authority as important members
of the monarchy. Just like the king, queens consort can be said to
have been possessed of two bodies as well.41 On the one hand they
were mortal women, fulfilling their societal obligations as wives
and mothers, while on the other, they were divinely-appointed to
elevated positions and were the holders of a complex institutionalized
office that was invested with an intangible sense of regality and
majesty.42 Often belonging to prominent European royal houses,
with powerful relations, queens consort functioned in the period
as notable political figures, who exercised influence through their
household establishments, their prominent positions as matriarchs
of dynasties and mother to heirs, and their cultural patronage. In the
early modern period, “royal mothers, royal wives, and even royal
sisters often played significant roles, made possible by the very state
of the royalty.”43 Any study of the politics of the court must be
sensitive to this reality.
As James’s queen, Anna was able to exert a measure of
political influence at the English court. James wrote at length about
the centrality of marriage to a king and was careful to stress to his
son Henry the importance of choosing a wife carefully. James urged
40 Laurence, Women in England, 251.
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The Queen’s Two Bodies: Drama and the Elizabethan Succession (London: Royal
Historical Society, 1977).
42 Nelson, “Medieval Queenship,” 204-207.
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his son to “remember also that Mariage is one of the greatest actiones
that a man doeth in all his time.”44 Aside from being divinely
ordained for the procreation of children, marriage was a key stage
in the life-cycle and an opportunity to gain a helpmate. As James
wrote in Basilikon Doron:
the principal blessing that yee can get of good companie will
stande, in your Marying of a godlie and verteous Wife: For shee
must bee nearer vnto you then anie other companie, being flesh
of your fleshe and bone of your bone (as God himselfe saide to
ADAM.).45

While the official rhetoric of marriage in the period was one
of domination and subordination (as James also wrote in Basilikon
Doron, “ye are the head, shee is your bodie; it is your office to
command and hers to obey”46), in practice there was a measure of
flexibility to social roles within marriage and women were expected
to be helpmates, competent household managers, and their advice
and involvement in an array of activities was usually expected by
their husbands.47
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In personal terms, Anna’s marriage to James, though perhaps
not an absolute success, was not the spectacular failure that many
historians have alleged. Scholars have long regarded James, with
his penchant to surround himself with male favorites, as a practicing
homosexual, and have suggested that this led to a situation where
Anna was marginalized and disregarded by her husband. However,
as recent studies of homosexuality have illustrated, a twentiethcentury construct of homosexuality does not necessarily equate with
seventeenth-century behavior. Modern categories of explanation
are not universal in time and place.48 While James certainly
formed strong attachments to several of his male courtiers, and
definitely seems to have preferred the company of men to that of
women, there is no evidence upon which to assert that he actually
was a practicing homosexual in the manner present-day society
understands the term.49 Numerous historians have spoken of James
as being undeniably homosexual, but, as many scholars in the queer
studies acknowledge, homosexuality is a modern classification
founded upon its binary position as the opposite of heterosexuality
(an idea rooted in the belief that there are only two possible forms of
sexuality)—a form of categorization that may not be applicable to
early modern societies.50 Likewise, our understanding of the types
Keith Wrightson, English Society, 1580-1680 (New Jersey: Rutgers UP, 1982).
48 See T.G. Ashplant and Adrian Wilson, “Present-Centred History and
the Problem of Historical Knowledge,” The Historical Journal, 31 (1988), 253271. In discussing homosexuality in the period, many scholars have advanced
a present-centered line of argument. The same is also true of many works set
within a feminist frame, where the tendency is often to see in women’s exercise
of agency in past societies the beginnings of feminism as we understand it in the
present day. See Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of
Ideas,” History and Theory, 8 (1969), 3-53. See also Alan Bray, Homosexuality
in Renaissance England (London: Gay Men’s Press, 1982).
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of behaviors and attitudes that characterize homosexuality may not
be entirely compatible with the manner in which inhabitants of the
early modern period conceived of male-to-male relations.
In this sense, James’s supposed attraction to men does not
automatically entail that he also possessed a deep seated aversion
to women that would ensure that his wife was entirely excluded
from his affections. Interestingly, Caroline Bingham has suggested
that James also had a female mistress during the 1590s, a woman
named Anne Murray.51 I have come across no evidence to support
this, however. Indeed, there exists no actual “hard” evidence to
suggest that James was unfaithful to Anna at all, whether with men
or women. Judging from his writings, James appeared to recognize
the dangers of intemperate sexual contact, especially that which
could result in the elevation of a rival faction to a high degree of
prominence. Thus, in Basilikon Doron, James wrote:
when yee are Maried, keep inuiolably your promise made to
God in your Mariage, which all standeth in doing of one thing,
and absteyning from an other...I trust I neede not to insist here
to disswade you from the filthy vice of Adulterie: remember
onely what solemne promise ye make to God at your Mariage:
and sen it is onely by the force of that promise that your bairnes
succeede vnto you, which otherwaies they could not doe; equitie
and reason would ye should keepe your part thereof,” and “haue
the King my Grande-fathers example before your eies, who by
his adulterie, bred the wrak of his lawful daughter and heire, in
begetting that Bastarde who vnnaturally rebelled & procured
the ruine of his owne Sister.52

Not content with discussing James’s relations with his wife
entirely in terms of his perceived homosexuality, some studies have
labeled James a virulent misogynist and argued that it was this aspect
51 Caroline Bingham, James VI of Scotland (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1979), 125.
52 Basilikon Doron, 95-97.
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of his personality that rendered his marriage an utter disaster. Thus,
J.W. Williamson notes that “Anne of Denmark was, of course, the
indignant and frequently hysterical victim of the King’s anti-female
policy.”53 As Middaugh notes, “distracted perhaps by curiosity over
the question of James’s homosexuality, modern historians have found
it easy to discount the Queen’s relationship with her husband.”54
Likewise, just as it is questionable as to whether James was actively
homosexual, it is also difficult to accept the usual description of
Anna and James’s marriage as an entirely loveless union. Despite
the fact that James preferred the company of his male friends to
that of his wife, and the likelihood that they ceased to cohabitate
after 1607, it appears as though Anna and James had a reasonably
successful marriage. After an initial flush of romance shortly after
their marriage, the couple appear to have settled into a loving and
companionate marriage, that, while perhaps not filled with passion
(again, as inhabitants of the twenty first-century would comprehend
the term), was a comfortable and caring one. James was always kind
and considerate to his wife and treated her with respect and honor.55
Even by twenty first-century standards, this was not a negligible
basis for a good marriage.
A reading of James’s letters to Anna shows that he had
affection for her. He addresses her as “my heart” and signs himself
“your own” or “yours only.”56 In one letter James tries to convince
his wife that the Earl of Mar had not spoken against her and that,
53 J.W. Williamson, The Myth of the Conqueror, Prince Henry Stuart: A
Study in Seventeenth-Century Personation (New York: AMS Press, 1978), 15.
54 Middaugh, “The Golden Tree,” 7.
55 See Godfrey Davies, “The Character of James VI and I,” Huntington
Library Quarterly, 5 (1941), 33-63.
56 For a sampling of James’s letters to his wife, see James VI and I, Letters of King James VI and I, ed. G. P. V. Akrigg (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).
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even if Mar had done so, James would not countenance such gossip.
James wrote:
I thank God I carry that love and respect unto you which, by
the law of God and nature, I ought to do to my wife and mother
of my children. But not for that ye are a king’s daughter, for,
whether ye were a king’s or a cook’s daughter, ye must be
all alike to me being once my wife. For the respect of your
honourable birth and descent I married you; but the love and
respect I now bear you is for that ye are my married wife and so
partaker of my honour, as of all my other fortunes.57

James clearly saw Anna as a partner in their marriage and bore both
affection and respect for her. Anna reciprocated this affection and
signed her frequent letters to her husband “so kissing your hands
I rest, Anna R.”58 James also penned a number of poems to his
wife throughout their marriage that illustrate that he bore a measure
of love towards her.59 As the pair advanced in years they appear
to have willingly accepted that they shared divergent interests and
acknowledged that each should be entitled to pursue their separate
lives. But they interacted through frequent letters and always
appeared as a loving family in public. Their affection for each
other appears to have been genuine and they grew into a pattern of
comfortable domesticity with each other. Anna and James maintained
an affectionate correspondence with each other until her death, and
she addressed him in these letters as “Her Heart” and updated him on
all the small goings-on of her daily life and her health.60 In light of
57 Ibid., James to Anna, May 1603 (?), 214.
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59 See Allan F. Westcott, ed., New Poems by James I of England from
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this, it is difficult to accept Barbara Lewalski’s suggestion that Anna
was “thoroughly marginalized in both the public and the personal
sphere by James’s ideology of patriarchal rule and his emotional ties
to a series of homosexual favourites.”61
While James likely respected his wife and was willing to
entrust her with certain responsibilities, he affirmed the rhetoric of
the period that women were unfit to exercise political authority and
should be excluded from such affairs. However, recognizing that
the wife of a monarch could attempt to claim a political role, he
advised his heir Prince Henry: “suffer her neuer to meddle with the
Politick gouernemente of the common-weale, but hold her at the
Oeconomicke rule of the house.”62 James, however, was unable
to effectively prohibit Anna from being politically involved and,
shortly after her arrival in England, she established herself both as
an influential patron of the arts and a valuable political ally.
Anna was an influential intermediary for petitioners, an
active intercessor with the king, a promoter of colonial expansion
and various economic enterprises, and a queen who was directly
involved in court politics. Anna’s activities on behalf of petitioners
are a telling indicator of her political influence. Dorothy Stewart,
in a series of undated letters, appealed to James, Charles and Anna
for the remittance of an unspecified debt on the part of her husband
James Stewart. She made one appeal each to James and Charles
but petitioned Anna three times for assistance. This is indicative
that she certainly felt that Anna had a large measure of influence
when it came to her husband and his actions.63 The papers of Robert
ed., Calendar of the Manuscripts of the Marquis of Bath Preserved at Longleat,
Wilshire (Dublin: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1907), v. II, 57-58.
61 Lewalski, Writing Women, 4.
	��Basilikon Doron, 98.
63 Report on the Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Portland Preserved at Welbeck Abbey (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1923), v. IX,
153-155.
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Cecil are peppered throughout with references to suits and petitions
being deferred to Anna and the Queen’s active involvement in the
resolution of disputes arising among tenants on her estates—offering
her support to certain petitioners while blocking others.64 Lady
Arbella Stuart, in her standing difficulties with James, also found it
advisable to petition Anna to intercede with the King on her behalf.65
Sir Walter Raleigh, who found himself in even more hot water with
James than Arbella, also thought it wise to seek Anna’s help when it
came to trying to convince the King to endorse his disastrous Guiana
venture.66 Anna also endeavored to improve the fortunes of Lord
Justice Coke when he was out of favor with James. While many
other courtiers withdrew their favor from Coke, Anna and Prince
Charles remained his supporters. John Chamberlain noted in 1616:
the Lord Cooke hangs still in suspence, and his best frends feare
he wilbe totally eclipsed, yet the Queene is said to stand firme
for him, and to have ben very earnest in his behalf, as likewise
the Prince.67

One of Anna’s ladies, who had been in her service since 1603,
was Lady Elizabeth Hatton, who was married to Coke. While the
marriage was a rocky one (the pair quarrelled bitterly over Coke’s
usurpation of her pre-marital property as the widow of Sir William
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Hatton), Anna likely extended her support to Coke due to her
friendship with his wife.68
Anna’s involvement in factional politics through her support
of various petitioners displayed her determination to offer support to
those whom she regarded as her friends in the face of all opposition.
Anna also offered assistance to Lady Anne Clifford, in direct
opposition to James’s policies. In 1617, during Clifford’s protracted
disputes over her right to inherit her father’s ancestral land, at a time
when she had appealed to James and he appeared on the verge of
denying her claim, Clifford reported in her diary:
upon the 18th being Saturday, I went presently after Dinner to
the Queen to the Drawing Chamber where my Lady Derby told
the Queen how my Business stood and that I was to go to the
King; so she promised me she would do all the good in it she
could.69

Clifford went on to write “the Queen gave me a warning not to trust
my matters absolutely to the King lest he should deceive me.”70
It appears that, in this case, Anna was more than willing to offer
her support as a political ally to individuals, even if it meant going
against James’s wishes. Indeed, Clifford recalled near her death
that Anna did “admonishe mee to persist in my denyall of trusting
my cause concerning my lands of Inheritance to her husband King
James’ award.”71
Not all on Anna’s appeals on behalf of those she favored
68 Hatton and Coke later fell out over Coke’s scheme to wed their daughter to George Villiers’s brother. Lady Hatton resorted to hiding her daughter and
Coke, in turn, obtained a warrant for the child’s return.
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were successful. For example, there was an incident in 1607 where,
to quote Sir Roger Aston, James was
highly offended with a petition that came recommended from
the Queen by Mr Alexander . . . . no sooner had he read it he
pulled it pieces, saying he was a traitor that devised it.72

Anna, however, persisted in her political involvements, even when
faced with the occasional setback. Along with petitions to Anna from
high-profile members of the aristocracy, the State Papers Domestic
from James’s reign are filled with references to appeals, petitions,
and requests for favor that were sent to Anna from individuals that
constituted a wide spectrum of the governing class. Clearly she was
not inactive politically; if she had been, it seems unlikely she would
have consistently received numerous petitions throughout her life.
Moreover, Anna was also active in receiving petitions through the
Queen’s Court of Chancery, also known as Her Majesty’s Court at
Westminster.
Henry VIII’s queens consort had used this court, but,
following the death of Katherine Parr, the lapse in the position of
queen meant that it was not extensively developed by 1603. It was in
nature principally a financial court as opposed to a judicial one, and
it addressed matters relating to the lands settled on Anna as queen
of England. In this capacity it occasionally addressed legal matters
presented by the tenants on those lands. Because Anna established
a uniquely independent household from that of her husband, it was
necessary for her to possess highly developed and autonomous
financial institutions in order to manage her estate, and it was in this
context that her Court of Chancery should be viewed. Under Anna
it began to develop as an important institution that was necessary
for the maintenance of her self-sufficient household. Anna began
the process of expanding this court, and her successor, Henrietta
Maria, continued it so that it became an integral fiscal unit for the
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queen consort.73
Anna was also a prominent supporter of English overseas
expansion and she threw her support behind others in favor of it at
court. She was especially dedicated to the survival of the Jamestown
colony and the continuation of the Virginia Company. In support
of the Virginia Company and its efforts toward the foundation of
colonies in the Americas, Anna assisted in the production of a 1617
masque entitled A Vision of Desire, which presented an image of
the benefits of colonization through allegorical language.74 She also
agreed with Raleigh’s aggressively expansionist assertions (which he
and several of his fellow seamen had been making since the reign on
Elizabeth) that taking control of areas that were currently in Spanish
hands could generate a great measure of wealth. In furthering her
support for English expansion, Anna also extended her patronage to
the political polemicist William Welwood. Anna backed a variety
of texts authored by Welwood that dealt with maritime law and
argued for the overseas expansion of England. She personally
commissioned Welwood to write a text dealing with maritime law
as it concerned offshore fishing, probably because she possessed a
monopoly on offshore fishing licenses and wanted to ensure that this
lucrative source of funds would remain within her control.75
In addition to her vested concern with fishing licenses, Anna
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lent her support to some of her husband’s economic ventures, such
as his attempt to create a national silk industry. James, beginning
in 1609, entered into a venture to breed and farm silkworms in
England and, although it ultimately ended in failure due to climate
conditions, up until 1611 it was producing favorable results.76
Silk was truly a luxury item in England at this juncture and was
increasingly more expensive to obtain. The English government
had been attempting to establish a national industry for many years
before James’s accession, but it was the Jacobean government that
ultimately made the first committed attempts to achieve this. In
support of her husband’s project, Anna commissioned a portrait
of herself wearing a gown that was decorated with silkworms and
mulberry leaves and also lent her support as a patron to authors
who began turning out instruction manuals on silkworm farming.77
Anna also took the more practical step of having a brick silkworm
house constructed for her in the middle of a large mulberry garden
at Oatlands palace, where she had Inigo Jones at work on an array
of architectural improvements.78
Anna was also directly involved with state affairs during
her tenure as queen consort. Kings had often invested governing
authority in their wives during an absence; the last example of this
in England had been when Henry VIII had appointed his first wife,
Catherine of Aragon, to the position of regent during his martial
campaign in France at the beginning of the reign and had appointed
his last wife, Katherine Parr, to a council of regency during his
second martial campaign in France at the end of his reign. This
76 For a full account of English attempts at national silk production (and
the underlying reasons behind these attempts) in the period, see Joan Thirsk, Economic Policy and Projects: The Development of a Consumer Society in Early
Modern England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978).
77 Pugh, “A Portrait of Queen Anne of Denmark,” 170-171.
78 Williams, Royal Homes, p. 65.
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custom was continued in 1617 when James appointed Anna to the
council of regency that was to rule in his stead while he visited
his first kingdom. Although supreme power over the council was
invested in Sir Francis Bacon, it is nonetheless significant that Anna
was given a place on it. Indeed, even before being placed on the
regency council during James’s extended absence, Anna was often
left in a position of authority when her husband was away from the
court on hunting expeditions. Early in his reign, James, in a letter
written to Cecil, jested about how the court was once again in the
hands of a woman during his frequent hunting trips, saying “ye and
your fellows there are so proud now that ye have gotten the guiding
again of a feminine court in the old fashion.”79 The implication of
James’s joke was that Anna was in charge of affairs at court when
he was away.
Some historians, working within the historiographical master
narrative that characterizes Anna as politically incompetent, have
argued that James, recognizing her ineptitude, actively excluded
her from all political spheres. However, the fact that Anna was a
member of the most important governing body during his absence
and regularly assumed control during his shorter absences suggests
that his attempts to exclude her from politics may not have been as
all-encompassing as has been assumed. Although Anna was not the
foremost member of the council, she was certainly regarded by many
as one of its most important and influential members. As James’s
queen, Anna was entitled to a certain degree of deference on the part
courtiers and ministers and, during the King’s absence, many appear
to have believed that Anna was the real, although unofficial, power
in the realm. Thus, while the king was away, courtiers flocked to
Anna and “the political centre of England shifted to Anna’s palace at
Greenwich.”80 The other members of the six-person group included
George Abbott, Archbishop of Canterbury, Prince Charles, the Earl
79 James to Robert Cecil (August 5, 1604) Letters of King James, 234.
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of Worcester, Sir Francis Bacon (in his capacity as Lord Keeper and
later Lord Chancellor), and Sir Thomas Howard (the Lord Treasurer),
and it was noted that the council met frequently at Greenwich in
order to ensure that Anna was involved with its business.81
Another area in which Anna expressed her political opinions
was over the issue of her children’s marriages. Much discussion
has been given to the extent to which Anna involved herself in the
negotiations over Prince Henry’s marriage and continually pushed
for a match with Spain or one of the other Hapsburg governed
nations. Many writers have taken this is as proof of her lack of
political tact, suggesting that she allowed her personal preferences
for Spain to overrule her concern for her children’s futures. While
it is true that, for a period, Anna was a Hapsburg supporter, it is also
true that she later changed her allegiance on this score due to her
factional alignment against the Howard clan, who were avidly proSpanish. In this sense, the French ambassador was able to report
that she “was not so perfect a Spaniard as was believed.”82
Initially, Anna was a great supporter of Spain and an episode
wherein she used the politics of the court masque to express her favor
for Spain over France has already been recalled. In 1604, when a
delegation from Spain arrived in England to conclude negotiations
for peace with England, both the acting companies of the King’s Men
and the Queen’s Men were dispatched to be in the entourage of the
Spanish ambassadors. John Astington has pointed to an allotment
made from the royal accounts for the ordering of new livery for
both companies to “serve” the Spanish ambassadors and there is no
reference to their being sent to offer entertainment or masques. The
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documents do not specify “playing.”83 In this example, Anna was
directly involving herself with political matters, and James appears
to have supported her involvement. As James Forse has noted, the
reason behind Anna’s dispatching of the Queen’s Men was so that
they would be seen “among the entourages of their patrons’ servants,
dependents and clients,” because “large entourages of servants, and
dependents, and clients signaled power.”84 Likewise, in an incident
in 1607, Anna further illustrated her support for the Hapsburgs by
refusing, in her position as queen, to receive the ambassadors sent
to the court by the Netherlands. John Chamberlain recorded the
incident:
the States tooke theyre leave yesterday. The Quene was not there
though she were assuredly looked for, neither can there be any
other reason imagined of her fayling but theyre presence. They
have not yet seene her nor can get accesse though they have
sought yt more than once. In all other thinges they speed well
enough, insomuch that the Spanish ambassador is redy to burst to
see them so graced.85

Anna was well aware of the ceremonial importance of the
reception of ambassadors and did not shy away from using the
occasion to make a clear declaration of her disapproval of the States
General. It was also reported that she often spoke out publicly
against the States and its policies.86 Anna was related to many
members of the Hapsburg family, both by marriage and blood, and
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it is likely that, as one who was always highly conscious of her own
regality and impeccable dynastic pedigree, she felt that the Hapsburg
house was one of the few European houses with sufficient dignity
and prestige for her children to marry into. This sense of familial
pride also seems to have been behind her initial objections over the
marriage of her daughter Elizabeth to Frederick, Elector Palatine.
Chamberlain reported that the Queen was very much against the
match and had exchanged terse words with her daughter over it.
Anna eventually granted her blessing to the match and Chamberlain
reported that “the Quene that seemed not to taste yt so well at first,
is since so come about that she doth all she can to grace yt.”87 Just
as when she offered support to petitioners, Anna appears to have
had no difficulties with asserting herself politically, even if it was
in opposition to the policies of other court groupings. Likewise, far
from stubbornly and foolishly adhering to her agenda in the face of
all opposition, she showed herself to be more than capable of shifting
her positions and navigating the complicated waters of factional
court politics. In short, and in contrast to many other examinations
of Anna’s career, she was a skilled political agent.
The extent to which Anna was politically involved in England
both before and after 1612 was sometimes questioned by observers,
especially those from foreign courts. The Venetian ambassador,
perhaps anxious to slot Anna into the proper and idealized role of
submissive wife, wrote that “she is intelligent and prudent; and
knows the disorders of the government, in which she has no part,
though many hold that as the King is most devoted to her, she might
play as large a role as she wished.”88 While this phrase seems to
suggest that this particular ambassador did not view the Queen as
having much of a political role, he seems to contradict himself when
427.
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he wrote in the same dispatch “she is full of kindness for those who
support her, but on the other hand, she is terrible, proud, unendurable
to those she dislikes.”89 Another ambassador noted “as the King is
extremely attached to her, she succeeds in all she attempts.”90
These comments by contemporary Venetian ambassadors
concerning James’ devotion to his wife stand in contradiction to the
traditional master narrative that their marriage was an unsuccessful
and unhappy one. Whether or not her contemporaries acknowledged
that Anna was politically involved, they nonetheless perceived her
as an individual capable of influence and one who had the potential
to be successful as a political agent. While all of these examples
can be (and often have been) interpreted ambiguously as indicators
of Anna’s political involvement, her alliance with the anti-Howard
faction within court politics and her part in the orchestration of
the downfall of one of its most key members, Robert Carr, Earl
of Somerset, is undeniable. Aside from all her other actions, it is
this incident which definitely illustrates that Anna was an active
participant in factional politics and a capable political agent in her
own right. While this episode in Stuart history has been frequently
discussed in the past, and the details may be familiar to many, it is
necessary here to reconstruct events in a manner which highlights
Anna’s involvement (which is usually obscured or only mentioned
in passing).
Since his teenage years, James I had developed close bonds
with a series of male favorites and, as soon as he was in a position to do
so, had advanced them to important positions within his household.
While the King’s involvements with his male favorites often proved
contentious in the factional strife that dominated his early Scottish
reign (the fortunes of Esmé Stuart are testament to this), Anna and
his closest advisors were generally accepting of these relationships.
89 Ibid.
90 Scaramelli to the Doge and Senate, Calendar of State Papers, Venice,
v. X, (July 23, 1603), 68.
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Indeed, Anna was in a position to exert a great deal of control over
the favorites that James’s selected—the King refused to advance
any of them within his household unless the Queen had given her
formal approval. The Queen’s toleration of James’s favorites was,
however, to end with Robert Carr. Anna had known Carr when he
was a young page in James’s Scottish household, an unsophisticated
youth who was dismissed from the King’s service for his ineptitude
and inability to say grace in Latin. Ethel Carleton Williams suggests
that Carr’s dismissal was due to Anna and that, because of this, Carr
bore a grudge against her for the rest of his life.91
Sometime before 1607, Carr returned to the English court
after a period in France as a cultured and, outwardly, sophisticated
gentleman. During a tournament before the royal family at Whitehall,
Carr first captured the King’s attention with his prowess on the field
and impeccably charming manners. James was impressed with
Carr and soon began to behave toward him as a surrogate father.
Gradually, James began to entrust more and more power to Carr and
attempted to instruct him in statecraft so that he could become one
of James’s formal advisors.
Carr however, despite his great ambitions to power, was in
over his head. He had little grasp of the skills necessary to carry
out the tasks that James had given to him, and even less of an
inclination to acquire them. Rather than learning the complexities
of early modern governance, Carr instead turned to one of his more
politically capable friends, Thomas Overbury. Overbury became
Carr’s secretary and, essentially, began completing for his master
all of the jobs that James had entrusted to Carr. This arrangement
allowed Overbury to satisfy his ambitions while simultaneously
granting Carr greater amounts of time to spend close to James,
further entrenching himself in the King’s councils. When Robert
Cecil, Principal Secretary of State, died in 1612, the post passed
unofficially to Carr, in effect placing both him and Overbury in
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positions of influence and control over state affairs. As Carr became
more and more indispensable to James, Overbury became ever more
indispensable to Carr and his arrogance grew apace. Anna no doubt
was angered by the level of influence over James that the pair had,
but what she really found unendurable, however, was that both
afforded her scant respect.
Anna’s feelings changed from mere dislike to open hostility
and antagonism following an incident that occurred in 1611. While
at Greenwich she saw, through a window, Carr and Overbury
walking on the grounds below, deep in conversation. The Queen
called loudly to the two men and Overbury responded with a laugh.
Anna interpreted the laugh as an affront to her royal status. She
went immediately to James, who was unwilling to censure Carr.
However, James was willing to punish him with dismissal from the
court. An observer concluded that Anna,
finding herself not able to supplant Carr, which she desireth of
all things in the world, turned all her force against Overbury,
against whom she hath so far prevailed that he is banished from
the Court.92

Overbury, likely due to Carr’s efforts on his behalf, was soon
readmitted to court, but further conflicts with Anna arose. In 1612,
Anna discovered that Sir David Wood, a member of her household,
had been obliged to pay Carr and Overbury £1200 to achieve the
grant of a suit that he had presented to the King. The Queen was
furious at their presumption and launched into a fresh series of
complaints before James. As in 1611, James was reticent to act
against Carr (whom he had recently made Viscount Rochester), but
Overbury, sensing that he again would be singled out for punishment
(a stint in the Tower was threatened) voluntarily retired from court
and journeyed to the Continent for five months.
	����������������������������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������������������������
Mr. Taverner to William Turnbull in 1611, in A.B. Hinds, ed., Manuscripts of the Marquis of Downshire Preserved at East Hampstead Park, Berks
(London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1938), vl. III, 83.

100

Quidditas

In his absence, Carr’s popularity at court (which had never
been high) fell, and he became involved in a series of events which
would destroy his reputation. In 1612, he began a romance with
Lady Frances Howard, Countess of Essex, a married gentlewoman
and a prominent member of the Howard faction—the grouping
that was in direct conflict with Anna’s faction. The Howard
triumvirate (consisting of Thomas Howard, Frances’s father and
Earl of Suffolk, Charles Howard of Effingham, Lord Admiral and
Earl of Nottingham, and Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton) and
their supporters were a Catholic grouping and avid supporters of a
Spanish alliance. Anna, despite her earlier fondness for Spain and
her suspected Catholicism, had aligned herself from 1603 onwards
with the militantly Protestant and anti-Spanish Essex grouping that
had survived from Elizabeth’s reign. Her dislike of Carr was now
amplified by his involvement with the Howards. The Howards,
anxious to advance their standing by bringing the royal favorite into
their orbit, aided the couple in their indiscretion and encouraged
Frances to seek an annulment from the Earl of Essex based on his
alleged impotence.
Frances’s divorce from her husband provoked a scandal in
England and generated a great deal of satiric and libellous pamphlets.93
It was widely known that she was consorting with Carr, and many
found the assertion of her husband’s impotence questionable. To
most it seemed that the grounds for the divorce were baseless
and Frances was little more than an adulteress, dishonoring the
institution of matrimony to satisfy her own lasciviousness. James,
in his devotion to Carr, allowed himself to become embroiled in the
divorce proceedings and commanded the English clerics in charge
of considering the evidence for an annulment to find in favor of
Frances. The outrage that many felt regarding the King’s conduct in
93 On the political commentary inherent in such pamphlets and the extent to which the divorce was a topic of great discussion across the realm, see
Alastair Bellany, The Politics of Court Scandal In Early Modern England: News
Culture and the Overbury Affair, 1603-1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002).
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this affair was palpable and his reputation took a serious hit.
Overbury was also dissatisfied with Carr’s involvement with
Frances. While the divorce proceedings were still underway, he
spoke out openly against the couple. Overbury correctly perceived
that, once married to a Howard, Carr would fall under that faction’s
influence and his own position would be drastically undermined.
In the event, this was exactly what happened, much to Anna’s
delight. To dispose of Overbury, to whom Carr no longer extended
his support, James attempted to offer him a post as an ambassador
to Muscovy, the Low Countries or France.94 Foolishly, Overbury
refused in an insolent manner and this sealed his fate. In April
of 1613, shortly before Carr and Frances married, Overbury was
committed to the Tower, where, over the course of five months, he
was poisoned at Frances Howard’s instigation after she had bribed
the Lieutenant of the Tower.95
The eventual discovery of Overbury’s murder was to end
Carr’s career at court. Before his marriage to Frances, James
had made Carr Earl of Somerset and Carr’s arrogance, always
pronounced, had become inflated to an intolerable degree. He
began to treat Anna openly with disdain and, fatally, he abandoned
his previous strategy of deferring to James in all things. Gradually,
James began to withdraw his favor. To Anna and the enemies
of Carr and the Howards it became apparent that bringing down
Carr also would neutralize the Howard family politically. It was a
unique opportunity and one that Anna and her supporters took full
advantage of. Arthur Wilson, in a work written after Anna’s death,
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asserted that Carr was “not very acceptable to the Queen,” and “she
became the head of a great Faction against him.”96 It is significant
that Wilson labels Anna as not only a member of the anti-Howard
faction, but actually as its head.
While James’s favor for Carr was slipping, it was far from
destroyed and the anti-Howard faction realized that the only sure
way to oust Carr was to supplant him with a new favorite that it
selected. Initially Anna, despite her eagerness to destroy Carr was,
was understandably reluctant to place her trust in any of James’s
favorites and was no longer inclined to view them as benign aspects
of James’s life. After her experiences with Carr and Overbury, she
perceived favorites as a direct threat to her interests. Her faction, at
the behest of George Abbott, Archbishop of Canterbury, had selected
George Villiers as Carr’s replacement and set about to persuade
Anna to offer her influential support to the young man.97 Initially,
she refused on the grounds that, while Villiers may have been
malleable to their will at that point, once he was firmly entrenched in
James’s affections he would prove no better than Carr. Nonetheless,
the scheme moved forward and Villiers did indeed attract James,
although his progress in gaining the King’s absolute favor was
disappointingly slow overall.
Anna was still reluctant to offer her support but, in 1614,
her rage against the Howards and Carr was intensified when Carr
was appointed Lord Chamberlain over her friend and candidate, the
Earl of Pembroke. Archbishop Abbott intensified his efforts to gain
Anna’s support. Again, she declined in a letter where she wrote,
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I know your master better than you all; if Villiers get once
into his favour, those who shall have most contributed to his
preferment will be the first sufferers by him. I shall be no more
spared than the rest. The young proud favourite will fancy that
he is obliged to nobody for his preferment.98

Abbott continued his pleas, however, and Anna eventually was
convinced that this was indeed the most effective way to bring
down Carr and the Howards. In 1615 she used her influence to
persuade James to knight Villiers and make him a Gentleman of the
Bedchamber.
Villiers was much more tactful than Carr and, at least until
Anna’s death, did not turn on his factional supporters. He moved
slowly in his efforts to supplant Carr and always maintained a good
relationship with Anna and Abbott. Anna and Villiers began to
exchange friendly letters. She affectionately dubbed him “her kind
dog,” and gave him advice on how to conduct himself in James’s
presence. While Villiers was high in favor with the King, he had
not entirely supplanted Carr. When it became public that Carr had
been involved in the murder of Overbury, his fall was complete; the
Howards also were unable to survive the scandal.
Initially there had been no suspicion of murder when
Overbury had died in the Tower. However, Carr’s enemies at court
had heard rumors of poison and these were brought prominently
to the fore when an apothecary’s boy in Flushing made a deathbed
confession that he had been involved in a plot to poison Overbury.
Early on, the lesser participants in the murder were arrested, tried
and executed, including Frances Howard’s confidant Mrs. Turner,
and Gervase Elwes, the Lieutenant of the Tower.99 While Frances
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and Carr were spared at the outset, it was inevitable that suspicion
should fall on them. The pair already was unpopular due to their
behavior during Frances’s first marriage. She was a hated woman
who was viewed as an adulteress; it was not a far jump before she
was publicly labeled a murderess and a witch.100 In 1616, Carr and
Frances were brought to trial for their involvement in Overbury’s
death. Both were convicted (Frances confessed her guilt). While
neither faced execution, and were eventually pardoned, the pair
remained in the Tower until 1622. The incident ensured that Carr’s
career and the Howards’ influence at court was ended.
In this affair, Anna demonstrated many of the political skills
that she had first displayed in Scotland. Far from being peripheral
to Carr’s fall, she had been an active participant in his removal. She
showed herself to be a skilled political agent, more than capable
of engaging in factional politics with the same ability that she had
previously displayed in Scotland. Aside from all her other political
involvements during her time as queen consort of England, such as
patronage and as the recipient of petitions, this was both the most
dramatic example of her political agency and her last major political
action before her death less than three years later. It is clear that
Anna was an active player in the series of events that led to Carr’s
downfall, and her role should not be underestimated, as it has all
too often been. Anna’s actions in this respect directly challenge the
traditional interpretation that she was politically inconsequential
once she became queen consort of England.
order in Early Stuart England (Unpublished MA Thesis: University of Alberta,
2002).
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Conclusion: A New Interpretation of Anna’s Role

Traditional interpretations of Anna have painted a picture of

her as an insignificant woman, unsuitable for serious analysis.
Essentially, as Bereron puts it, “the needle has been stuck on her
stupidity, frivolity, extravagance, silliness, impulsiveness, and
finally insignificance.”101 This is a frivolous interpretation that must
be jettisoned. Anna’s activities were praiseworthy to most of her
contemporaries, especially to the politically elite of the realm. Anna,
like the other Stuart monarchs and queens consort, was a major
player in the culture and politics of the period. Her role (both as a
political figure and as a cultural one) should be acknowledged. Any
interpretation of her must be willing to acknowledge her political
involvements at the early Stuart English court and place them on a
level of equal importance to her cultural activities, thus eschewing
the dichotomous portrayal of her which has dominated so much of
earlier scholarship.
Through patronage, influence with family and friends, and
participation in the rich language of cultural symbolism, Anna and
other elite women acted with political agency. It is within this
context of informal political networks and cultural expressions with
which Anna was involved that other women of the late Tudor and
Jacobean courts should be viewed. Scholarship has highlighted the
important cultural roles played by elite women at Anna’s court, and
it is hoped that this article has been suggestive of the manner in
which research into their activities can be broadened in a manner
which analyses the political dimension of their cultural activities as
well as reconstructing their more overtly political involvements.
Through an array of patronage activities, Anna and other
ladies were able to position themselves as women of influence and
power. In addition to more explicit forms of political engagement,
masquing activities allowed the Queen and her ladies to engage in
political display and discourse. The significance of these various
101 Bergeron, Practicing Renaissance Scholarship, 92.
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forms of cultural output should not be downplayed or viewed as trivial
pastimes. Through masquing, Anna crafted a persona for herself
at the English court as a cultural icon and continued many of the
tropes of display established by Elizabeth I. It is equally important,
however, not to allow the importance of Anna’s masquing activities
to overshadow her other activities. Masquing was not the only form
of political expression open to her, nor the only one of which she
availed herself. Anna ceased to be an active performer in court
masques after 1612 (when she instead chose the role of privileged
spectator); yet she did not cease to act as a political agent.
Scholars have tended to focus solely on her masquing
activities as her only outlet for political expression. In order to
achieve a more textured understanding of Anna’s actual role at the
Jacobean court, it is necessary to recognize the importance of her
other political and cultural involvements. Like all early modern
elite women, she had strict limits placed upon her in terms of her
ability to exercise political agency, yet this does not mean that
she was rendered inactive. Anna found, through her role as queen
consort, ample opportunities for political engagement. Assessing her
cultural performances alongside her more explicit political activities
enables a more complete picture of Queen Anna to emerge, one that
adequately depicts her importance within the court.
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